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This extraordinary book captures the bold and untold stories of thirty Australian boys who fought in the deadliest war in history. Follow them through Libya and Palestine, Greece and Crete to the jungles of Malaya, Papua New Guinea and Borneo, fighting for their lives, their country, their mates. Many of the photographs have never been seen. Haunting images of youths in training camps and behind the lines stand beside moving portraits of old men who have not forgotten.

Sons of War is a deeply personal military history: a homage to youthful bravery, a eulogy for those who fell, a tribute to those still standing.
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FOREWORD

ELSON EVERED BELL was known as ‘Ding Dong’ in the 2/17th Battalion. His father George had been twice wounded in France, in 1916 and 1918. Elson enlisted at Randwick on 23 May 1940. He claimed to be almost twenty-one, but he was seventeen. He arrived in the Middle East in November 1940 and was hit in the left leg by shrapnel during the Siege of Tobruk, in June 1941. He was ‘mentioned in despatches’ in December 1941 for his bravery, during an operation in which three men went out to try to find a sniper. The officer was killed by a mine; Bell and the other man were wounded. Bell lifted his wounded comrade onto his back and carried him back to the post. Bell also served in Syria, where this picture was taken in May 1942. He was wounded again at El Alamein in October 1942. He returned to Australia and was wounded for the third time, in late 1943, in New Guinea. Bell was shipped back to Australia from Borneo in 1945 with dengue fever and malaria. He was discharged in late 1945 – one of the few to have seen action in most of the major Australian theatres of war in the Second World War. He returned to Sydney and became a carpenter. Elson Bell died in 1995.
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In early 2020, when Martin Hughes at Affirm Press suggested that I look at under-age boys of the Second World War, I resisted. I was tired after two years working on my first book, The Lost Boys, about under-age Anzac soldiers in the First World War. I didn’t believe the problem could have persisted, unchecked and unfixed, into a new conflict. Surely not.

I assumed there would be a few cases, but not the thousands who went overseas in 1914–18. Australia had changed by 1939: patriotism and ideas of ‘King and Country’ were not so prevalent, nor our leaders so wedded to Britain’s cause. Rules and regulations for the new army would certainly be stronger and more difficult to flout. Recruiters who turned a blind eye to fourteen-year-olds would be found out and disciplined. More people had birth certificates. Surely the government would have required some proof of age for new recruits?

Thousands of young men – and some women – lied about their age, forged a parent’s signature, or simply found a back door into the armed services, just as their fathers had done twenty-five years earlier.

Almost none of that turned out to be a hindrance. Thousands of young men – and some women – lied about their age, forged a parent’s signature, or simply found a back door into the armed services, just as their fathers had done twenty-five years earlier. In fact, many did it because their fathers had done it. These youngsters had grown up on tales of the First World War. There is a strong correlation between generations: ‘I wanted to go because my dad went’. If war is hell, it’s clear that old men’s stories were not always perceived that way by the coming generation. The more I looked, the more I found.

It was harder for the under-aged to get into the services in the Second World War, but these boys still found a way. They had to be more cunning and resourceful than their fathers. They stole papers from their older brothers or from strangers; they moved from town to town to find the lax recruiters; they figured out ways to game the system, often entering via the militia and then transferring to the Australian Imperial Force (AIF). Astonishingly, in some places and at some times, the system was as porous as it had ever been. Once in, boys as young as fourteen were protected by a culture of silence. The young did not want to be found out and the old did not want to know.

For a long while I assumed that the numbers could not have been as great as in the earlier war. I still don’t know how many under-age soldiers there were, nor does anyone else. No-one has figured out a way to count them. They lied about their ages to get in, so the records are a jumble of half-truths and misdirection. It would be hard to find every lie. It’s possible that more under-age boys went in the Second World War, simply because there were more than twice as many Australians across all the services. I found under-aged boys in every battalion I looked at. Some of the unit histories proudly point them out as a defining feature, even claiming distinctions that can never be tested: ‘surely this was the youngest platoon in the army’. Nor do we know how many died. I hope the Australian War Memorial will eventually compile a list, as they have done for the First World War.
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Ready to serve … New recruits leave Melbourne Showgrounds in November 1939 for Puckapunyal camp.


There were significant differences in the research and writing of this book. The service records of 550,000 men and women who served overseas are still being digitised by the National Archives of Australia, so it took longer to access the records. The more significant difference is that some of the under-aged soldiers are still alive. If I could find them, I could talk to them about what they did and why. Much of the second half of the book consists of interviews with these old men, most of them aged north of ninety-five. They were a revelation and a joy to meet. Some were in dire health and some were as fit as mallee bulls, to use their own words. Some have died since we spoke. For some, the memories had faded; others could recall details and dates as if the events happened yesterday.

I was humbled by the generosity and honesty with which they answered my questions. Some of the memories were painful and private, yet most were willing to share them. They made this book harder to write, because I didn’t want to disappoint them. For all of them, the past was not the past. They did not ‘get over it’, as promised. For some, the emotional wounds were as strong as the day they were inflicted, even seventy-five years later.

I was struck by the fact that none blamed the authorities for letting them go as boy soldiers. They wanted to go and were proud to have done so. Almost none of them cited patriotism as their motivation. Several admitted they needed the money. They were the sons of the Depression, in that sense. Most felt they were lucky to make it through the war. Their stories make this book more directly personal than the earlier one. Their voices come through more clearly, opening a door that was closed in my previous research. For that, I thank them. I could not have been more wrong about the potential for a second book.
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School boys at Abbotsford in Victoria display their fathers’ medals on Anzac Day 1943.
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For the first time, AIF recruits were photographed at enlistment for official records. STAFF SERGEANT ALAN WHITING captures NOEL ERNEST COLLINS at Royal Park in Melbourne.


I am indebted first to Martin Hughes and the most excellent staff at Affirm Press. They are an exceptional outfit – dedicated, creative, patient. I thank them for believing in me and the project. My agent Jeanne Ryckmans paved the way as ever with grace and good advice; Deonie Fiford was the most sympathetic editor, once again. Michael Grealy’s help with research was invaluable. John Rogers gave me a title.

Covid-19 made this book harder, in terms of logistics. I was less able to travel within Australia, which meant that I could not interview everyone I wanted to. Through it all, family and friends have been supportive and encouraging in so many ways. I thank you all at the back of the book. To my partner, Mary Dickie, who has endured me being in another century – at least in my head – for almost four years on these two books, there are no words. [image: ]








INTRODUCTION

A MELANCHOLY DUTY






Australia in 1939 was not the same country that had rushed gleefully into war in 1914. Hard lessons and disillusionment had furrowed Australian brows after twenty years of economic downturn and polarising politics. The once unbreakable bond with Britain had been weakened by a series of shaky imperial promises about defence. If Australia had once been more innocently patriotic, it had also been more gullible. Attitudes were changing, alliances were shifting.

Recruitment in 1914 had been chaotic and enthusiastic, full of the sense that adventure awaited those of stout heart. The first batch of 20,000 men had taken a few days to recruit. In 1939, for several weeks, there was nowhere to join up. Thousands fronted at Victoria Barracks in Melbourne and Sydney, only to be sent home. The Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) was flooded with men, most of whom were disappointed.


If Australia had once been more innocently patriotic, it had also been more gullible. Attitudes were changing, alliances were shifting.


The Prime Minister, Robert Gordon Menzies, blueblood lawyer and diehard royalist, declared in a national broadcast on 3 September that Australia was at war – his melancholy duty, he said. For some weeks, he could not decide what to do next. While other parts of the British Empire announced expeditionary forces of arms and men to Europe, Menzies said there was no indication from London that such a force would be required. Australians should adopt a ‘business-as-usual’ approach. The Country Party members, who kept Menzies in power, were concerned that war would obstruct the export of a bumper wheat crop. In Australia in the War of 1939–1945, the 22-volume official history, Paul Hasluck writes that the government in late 1939 worried more about exports than self-sufficiency in arms: ‘Marketing came before munitions’.
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In August 1941, new recruit BILL DAVIS has his chest checked by an army doctor.


To some extent, this was because of lessons learned in the First World War, where Britain redirected its peacetime orders for food and materials away from Australia once war was declared. Those who now governed Australia knew that the new war would come at a high price in prosperity, as well as humanity.

For the seven million Australians who did not run the government, the lessons had been just as painful, but different in focus. It was only twenty years since a war that was supposed to end all wars. The wreckage was everywhere to be seen – repatriation hospitals full of frail, coughing veterans; limbless men working as lift-drivers; men in wheelchairs begging on street corners or lying drunk in alleys behind pubs. More than 60,000 Australian soldiers died in the First World War. Nobody knew how many had died since, their wounded bodies giving up the ghost, unseen by the statistics. Every family in Australia had been touched. Now it was happening again. Mothers, fathers and grandparents wept at the thought.

Others saw an opportunity, especially if they were poor and young. The Depression had scalded a generation. At its worst, more than a third of eligible men were unemployed. For some, the worst was over by 1939, but not for all. The National Register of July 1939 reported that 264,000 men aged between eighteen and sixty-four were out of work – approximately 12.5 per cent of all wage-earners. The real figure was much higher. Children could leave school at fourteen and work if they found a job, but they weren’t even counted. For some, the army was a more attractive proposition than a badly paid job herding cattle or sweeping floors in a factory.

It is not true that the under-aged had no knowledge of the effects of the earlier war. Many went because of that war, not despite it. They had fathers who went and uncles who did not come back. They grew up listening under the table as the old comrades talked of Passchendaele and Palestine. Some wanted to measure up to their fathers’ standards. Others just wanted to get away from sometimes dangerous homes. The war had damaged these older men in so many ways. Such was the misery of their sons that enlistment, for some, seemed a better option. They really were the sons of war.
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This happy breed … Some of the first men to enlist, at Melbourne Showgrounds in November 1939.


In 1914, many men had no idea of why they were fighting, beyond vague sentiments about German aggression. In 1939, the motivation was clearer: Hitler had to be stopped. But as yet, there was no guarantee you’d get a crack at Hitler if you joined the new army. The Labor Party was opposed to sending any force overseas, as were many powerful unions. If Labor won the coming election, a man could end up guarding an oil refinery in Darwin rather than potting Germans in Europe.

By law, the militia – the part-time Citizen Military Force (CMF) – could not be sent overseas, except to Australian territories like Papua and New Guinea. To fight anywhere else, a second AIF would have to be enlisted, trained and equipped. When Menzies did finally succumb to pressure for an expeditionary force, he capped it at a mere 20,000 men – the same as in 1914.


Just as in 1915, they were ill-used by Winston Churchill, thrown in to fights they could never win, with inadequate resources, planning and leadership. Many of them lie there now, in graves in Libya, Greece and Crete.


There had been five Australian divisions in the earlier war, so this new outfit would be called the 6th Division. When they finally set sail, they were diverted to the Middle East, just as their fathers had been. They occupied some of the same ground in Egypt and Palestine, with the same misgivings – many thought they were short of the real war. Just as in 1915, they were ill-used by Winston Churchill, thrown into fights they could never win, with inadequate resources, planning and leadership. Many of them lie there now, in graves in Libya, Greece and Crete.

Distinctions between the militia and the second AIF became blurred as war went on, but there was one important difference. Menzies announced compulsory conscription late in 1939 for the militia. It only applied to unmarried men who would turn twenty-one before 30 June 1940, and initially only for three months’ training, but it provided a back door for the under-aged. They could register a form, with a fake age, at the post office, as all eighteen-year-olds were required to do. Proof of age was not necessary. All they had to do then was wait for a letter from the government, telling them to report at an appointed date for militia training. In effect, they tricked the government into demanding their enlistment. From the militia, it was fairly easy to transfer to the AIF.

Once in, the under-aged boys dared not tell anyone their real age, but they didn’t need to. The older men, including the officers, usually guessed and said nothing unless circumstances provoked some action. Nicknames like ‘Junior’ and ‘Baby’ were often applied to the very young. There is some evidence that they were protected by the older men, sometimes covertly, against the boy’s own wishes, but that could only go so far: when a platoon charged into battle at El Alamein or Shaggy Ridge, every soldier had to pull his weight. Inevitably, they died in the same ways as their older compatriots. Although the reverse is also true. Some survived because they were younger and stronger than the older men, especially when it came to disease or being a prisoner of war.

The army’s age policies in the Second World War were just as confused as in the First World War. Many under-age soldiers were sent back to Australia from the Middle East and New Guinea, but the process was often flouted. One boy who should have been sent home was asked instead if he would like to join his brother’s unit. That cost him his life. Another boy lies in Bomana War Cemetery in Papua under his brother’s name.

They grew up listening under the table as the old comrades talked of Passchendaele and Palestine. Some wanted to measure up to their fathers’ standards. Others just wanted to get away from sometimes dangerous homes.

The persistence of some of these boys was remarkable. Weeded out once or even twice, they would go to a different location to try to fool the recruiters, or try another service. Some didn’t bother enlisting: they just showed up at an army camp and joined a line, without papers or numbers, blending in. A few pretenders ended up in courts in Australia at different times during the war, charged with impersonating a soldier. Two young soldiers were so bored with their duties at Aitape, on the north coast of New Guinea, that they took up with American soldiers who were flying to the Philippines. Aided and abetted by friendly GIs and officers, these two fought in American uniforms for some months, before being sent back to Australia to be tried as deserters.


Many of the stories in the book have come straight from families, handed down from one generation to the next. Others turned up in printed records, battalion histories and accounts written after the war by under-aged soldiers.

As always, the staff in the research library at the Australian War Memorial and at the Australian National Archives in Canberra gave great assistance with records. Friends and family passed on names gleaned from their friends and family, although some of these illustrated the idea that truth is the first casualty of war. A number of old soldiers who claimed to be under-age turned out not to be. It was clear from talking to descendants that many of them felt pride, rather than regret, that their father or grandfather had been under-age. It has become a badge of courage, even for those who also feel sorrow about their relative’s experiences in war or afterwards.

I can understand that emotion, although I did not write this book to immortalise the under-aged soldiers. They were brave young men but not saints. They had all the same foibles and weaknesses as the older men. I suspect they had an increased desire for risk and adventure, or they would not have been there. That combination of factors made them attractive to recruiters, who admired their pluck. One could also call it lack of fear or judgement. Young men will always be available for war. Older heads should know better than to exploit that. I’d be happy if this book made one or two sixteen-year-olds think twice in the future. [image: ]







CHAPTER ONE

THE LOTTERY
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Patriotism and a boat trip … Recruitment numbers took off after the fall of France, and with the prospect of fighting overseas.


In the two decades that followed the First World War, successive Australian governments prepared for the next one by slashing defence spending and reducing the size of the armed forces. The Labor Party followed a ‘never again’ mindset, even as the government’s own experts warned that a war was coming with Japan.

In 1929, the new Scullin Labor government cancelled the compulsory cadet training scheme by which boys aged fourteen to eighteen were supposed to be given basic training. Was that a sign of regret that the young had been allowed to participate too freely in the last war? Not at all. Labor remained ferociously opposed to conscription and the cadet scheme was a costly and inefficient way of militarising the young. It was never popular.


Australia made an effort between the wars to exclude the under-aged from the enlistment process: birth certificates or identity cards were to be sighted and the attestation form actually asked for a date of birth. None of these new measures was effective if the recruiting officer decided to ignore them, as plenty did. 


In other countries, Germany in particular, the opposite was true. Hitler created structures to train and indoctrinate boys and girls in his cult of war. His Hitler Youth movement had 8.8 million members at war’s outset. Japan methodically created generations so devoted to the Emperor and the martial glory of Japan that they would carry out any order without question. Brutality was a benchmark for the ‘good’ Japanese soldier.

Frederick Crane, who was taken prisoner on Ambon Island, recalled in an interview for the Australians at War Film Archive that Japanese officers bashed their own young soldiers: ‘kids of fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, or seventeen years old in the army, and they’d be bashed up’. On Crete, Australian soldiers were astonished at the tender age of some of the elite German paratroopers. A German panzer unit, the 12th SS Division ‘Hitlerjugend’, earned a reputation for cruelty in France in 1944. It was almost wholly composed of sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds from the Hitler Youth.

As in the First World War, under-age boys fought in the British, French, Russian and American armed forces. No-one knows how many. In most cases, the official age of entry was never below seventeen, but these boys found various ways to join. Calvin Graham was twelve when he joined the US Navy after Pearl Harbor. When he was found out and discharged, he joined the US Marines at seventeen.

Australia made an effort between the wars to exclude the under-aged from the enlistment process: birth certificates or identity cards were to be sighted and the attestation form actually asked for a date of birth. None of these new measures was effective if the recruiting officer decided to ignore them, as plenty did. Many of the recruitment officers were First World War veterans. They often abetted the young men, perhaps from a sense of sentimentality or solidarity. There was in some of these older men a tacit belief that these boys would be protected: ‘We’ll find something for you to do,’ a recruiter said to one of the boys in these pages.
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Australia and New Zealand were among the first nations to declare war, issuing proclamations on 3 September, the same day as Britain and France. Robert Menzies did not consult anyone about going to war – neither the parliament, nor the people. He just assumed the obligation: Britain was at war, so we were at war. Membership of the British Empire demanded it, even if the constitution did not. John Curtin, the leader of the opposition, reminded Menzies four days later in parliament that the government was responsible to parliament and that ‘defence of the country is not a one-man job’.

Some, perhaps most, of the people agreed with Menzies but not all. Irish Catholics did not owe blind allegiance to the Crown. Much of the Labor left condemned war as a capitalist plot. The Communist Party of Australia fuelled this position, until Menzies banned the party in 1940, albeit briefly.

For the Empire-minded, it was simple: if we were to benefit from Britain’s protection, then we had to do our bit when the Mother Country was attacked. Our whole defence policy was based on the assumption that the British navy would protect us in war, through the stronghold at Singapore. Some in high places in Canberra already knew that Britain’s promises were shaky on Singapore, but they kept quiet. In any case, thousands of men, many too young and too old, were keen to go to war.

Note those words: a war to go to, not necessarily one that came to them. While the government dithered about sending a force overseas, some of these keen ones withheld their names. For some, it was ‘no ticket, no sign’, at least while there was no direct threat to Australia. Going overseas was part of the attraction – and not just anywhere overseas. They wanted to shoot at Germans, in Europe.

For an Englishman, dying in a foreign field was a poetic tragedy, because of the distance from home. But many Australians longed for the foreign field on which to prove themselves, if not actually to die.

Australian enthusiasm for both world wars was intrinsically linked to our sense of isolation. Joining the fight connected us to the rest of British humanity – ‘the white race’ as politicians then called it, or ‘the British-speaking peoples’, as John Curtin clumsily dubbed it. And if there was one thing this war was already about, it was race.

As Germany persecuted Jews, Poles, Czechs, Gypsies and the rest, Japan persecuted the Chinese, and would soon assert its ‘natural’ hegemony over the rest of South Asia. That hegemony was founded in a sense of racial superiority, but it was to be found on all sides. British disdain for their European neighbours went back centuries.


For an Englishman, dying in a foreign field was a poetic tragedy, because of the distance from home. But many Australians longed for the foreign field on which to prove themselves, if not actually to die. 
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For the first time, women could enlist and do war work: ELSIE MYRA (JUDY) RICHARDS of Newcastle making anti-tank shells in September 1942.


Australian soldiers – many of whom had never met a foreigner – had an acute (and to contemporary ears, jarring) understanding of it. Their letters and diaries are full of descriptions of the ‘national characteristics’ of the other ‘races’ they encountered, most of them disparaging generalisations. The Egyptians were filthy ‘wogs’, the Jews grasping ‘Hebes’, the Italians lazy and cowardly ‘Eye-ties’, the Germans bloodthirsty ‘Jerries and Hermans’ although good fighters. The British were weedy and hopeless ‘chooms’ – which seems to be an approximation of a northern English pronunciation of ‘chum’ – who were all right for a pint and a punch-up, but lacked the spirit to tell an officer what for, which the Australians counted as part of their right as volunteers. Things were bound to end in tears when all these groups got together in the western desert of Libya … but, first, a man had to get there.

The government finally decided in late November to send the 6th Division abroad, in January. Recruitment fell away after they sailed, then picked up again in February when the government announced a 7th Division would be raised. By March, 100,000 men had volunteered to serve overseas. This was equivalent to one in six of the men aged from twenty to twenty-nine, but the figure is deceptive: 68,000 of them applied for the air force, the more romantic option; the AIF received only 22,000 applications.

For men who had just come through the Depression, soldiering was an attractive option, now that it would mean getting on a boat. The army paid six shillings a day and board when serving overseas. The problem was you never knew where the troopship would take you. Enlisting was something of a lottery – and one of the prizes was that you might die.
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For an under-age boy, the choices to enlist were complex and changing. The different services had different age requirements and different rates of pay. It appears they had different standards of proof too: the navy and air force were more likely to insist on seeing a birth certificate. Army recruiters were more hit-and-miss.

To join the AIF in 1939, you had to be between twenty and thirty-five, unless you had a parent’s written permission to go at nineteen. In 1940, the maximum age was raised to forty; the minimum dropped to nineteen in September 1941 and eighteen in April 1943. This repeated the pattern of the First World War, where the authorities kept reducing the age to keep up with the rate of casualties.

The reasoning was somewhat different this time: before April 1943, the AIF was losing too many recruits to the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) and Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) which were open to eighteen-year-olds. Boys of eighteen could also enter the militia, the part-time home defence force, a year before they could join the AIF. By lowering the AIF minimum to eighteen in 1943, the government levelled the playing field – although in practice, the navy and air force were still harder to crack.

The British navy had for centuries taken children as recruits. The youngest member of Admiral Nelson’s crew in the Battle of Trafalgar was ten years old. The Australian navy did not quite follow suit. It set up training schools for boys aged fourteen to eighteen, after which they could enter the full service, signing on for seven years. A small number of seventeen-year-olds got into the RAAF, but their standards remained the highest of all the services. You would have to wait years and be among the best and the brightest to become a fly-boy.

If you had barely finished school, had dirt under your fingernails and could not afford a haircut, the only real choice was the army. That is where the vast majority of under-age boys found a place – the ‘PBI’, as it was sometimes called: ‘the poor bloody infantry’. Even so, some of them had tragically short experience of it.

Tasman Frank Hite came from a large family in Wynyard, near Burnie in Tasmania (hence the proud first name). He had a brother in the navy, another in the air force and two in the AIF, one of whom became a prisoner of war. Tasman was the fifth of six sons, with one sister, Lesley.

Before the war, Tasman worked at Barnard’s cream factory in Wynyard. He enlisted in the militia on 4 January 1940, and was sent to the 6th Garrison battalion, guarding Fort Direction, on a peninsula overlooking the entrance to the Derwent River south of Hobart. On Monday night, 4 March, Private Hite was in a tent with eight or nine other soldiers, one of whom was holding a loaded .303 rifle. As Hite bent down, the gun accidentally discharged, killing him almost instantly. He was seventeen. He had been in the army for two months and never even left the island.

As Hite bent down, the gun accidentally discharged, killing him almost instantly. He was seventeen. He had been in the army for two months and never even left the island.

Tasman Hite may have been the first under-age Australian soldier to die in the Second World War. He is buried in Wynyard cemetery.

A few months later, in Port Phillip Bay, near Melbourne, Ordinary Seaman Frank Rupert Hack stepped onto the mine-sweeper HMAS Goorangai, a converted trawler, for his first day at sea. He had been preparing for this life for some time, as a Sea Scout, then a Sea Cadet, before entering the naval reserve. He was finally given his chance because another sailor had been seasick the previous day. As the Goorangai patrolled near the heads around 8.30pm on 20 November, an interstate passenger liner entering the bay under full blackout ploughed into her side, sinking the tiny Goorangai. All twenty-four crew and officers on board died, including Frank Hack, aged seventeen, of South Yarra.

The passenger ship’s captain was charged over the accident. Evidence at the coronial inquiry stated that the side lights of the Goorangai could be difficult to see, a result of her conversion from a trawler. Only six bodies were recovered; none was identified as Ordinary Seaman Hack.

Leonard Michael Barnes typifies the experience of boys who were determined to overcome all obstacles to serve. Neither the Australian navy nor the merchant navy wanted him. He had no identity card, so he contrived to get one by convincing a justice of the peace that he was eighteen and had been fruit-picking for two years. Once he had that ID, he tried the air force but they said he had poor eyesight.

He had one card left to play. The fake ID made him eligible for the militia – indeed, he was required to register as an eighteen-year-old. He left his home in Howitt Street, North Melbourne, on 11 January 1943, telling his mother he was going fruit-picking. Instead, he filled out his papers for the militia, giving his date of birth as 3 January 1925 (his real birthdate was 5 February 1929). At Caulfield on 18 January, they measured him and checked his vitals. He weighed 130 pounds (59 kilograms) and stood five feet five inches tall (165 centimetres). His eyes were hazel, his hair brown; his chest X-ray was clear and his eyesight was good enough for the army. The doctor recorded him as having slightly flat feet and ‘hammer toes’ but these did not worry him.

‘And how old are you, my boy?’ no-one asked.

If he had told the truth, he would have said he was thirteen years, eight months and twenty-one days old. Many later claimed to be the youngest man in the army, but at this point, Leonard Michael Barnes probably was.

On 18 January, they sent him off to a camp at Watsonia, on the north-east outskirts of Melbourne, but he had made one mistake. He gave his correct address and, like a good son, allotted some of his pay to his mother, Eileen. Soon after, the army sent her a form to fill out for the allotment. She now knew that he had enlisted. Two weeks after he joined up, his father found him ‘smoking his pipe in his tent’, according to one of the many news reports that followed. Leonard’s excellent army adventure lasted twenty-four days. It’s worth noting that he was not foiled by the army, but his own sense of duty to his mother. Others in this book of similarly tender age were craftier, and able to stay in much longer.

As in the earlier war, the newspapers could not get enough of these boys. The media played their part in driving recruitment by treating under-age boys as heroes, boys with pluck and spunk, and ‘a fine example to the older men’.
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Youngest of the young … In January 1943, LEN BARNES enlisted at thirteen years and eight months – albeit briefly.


On Sunday, 19 September 1943, the Brisbane Truth carried a cracker yarn on page ten.

‘Surely nowhere else in the world is there a boy, who at the same age, has tasted the full savour of life in the manner of Thomas Arthur Sullivan, of South Brisbane. He went a’soldiering at the age of thirteen, when he joined an army which was fighting its country’s battles; he married at the age of fifteen; and now, at the age of sixteen, he is the father of a three-week old baby!’

The war brought misery to a lot of young women, in the form of unwanted pregnancies and unhappy love affairs, but it also brought liberation of a sort. Women were finally admitted to the armed services, and to jobs in support of the war effort.

The report said that Sullivan had been soldiering for two years when he told the army his real age. It gave his date of birth as 24 July 1927. He had followed an older brother, James, who had served with distinction in Papua in 1942, receiving a commendation from General Douglas MacArthur himself.

Tom Sullivan told Truth that he enlisted in the militia in December 1941, then transferred to the AIF in September 1942. It helped that he was ‘a giant of a lad’, six feet tall and ‘built in proportion’.

Five years later, in 1948, Sullivan sued for divorce, on the grounds of his wife’s adultery. According to his counsel, he was anxious to marry a new sweetheart once his divorce came through. The case was uncontested. This time, Sullivan said he had joined the army at age fourteen, not thirteen. He had only lived with his wife for a week before returning for army duty in Townsville. After he was discharged in 1943, he went droving.

‘He has certainly made a mess of things,’ said his counsel, ‘but he’s only twenty-one.’ He had grown up without parental control, his father having died when he was about seven.

‘He had a mother, didn’t he?’ asked the judge, before granting the decree nisi.

The war brought misery to a lot of young women, in the form of unwanted pregnancies and unhappy love affairs, but it also brought liberation of a sort. Women were finally admitted to the armed services, and to jobs in support of the war effort. They had been resolutely kept out of the workforce in the First World War, but by 1941, hundreds of thousands were already in the civil workforce. It still took two years to convince the government that it needed them in war work, both to replace men who had gone to the front and to keep production of food and matériel going.

The Labor Party, newly returned to power in October 1941, was caught in an exquisite bind. In general, women were paid less than two thirds of a man’s wage, but they would now be doing the same work. Labor stood for equal pay for equal work, but what was to happen when the men returned? The unions worried that the bosses would try to lower men’s wages, because women had worked for less. John Curtin promised the women would have to give up the jobs that men had left.

Most of the new positions were strictly open to women of eighteen and over, but there were some quirks. In Lismore, in September 1942, a twin brother and sister of eighteen years turned up together to enlist. She was accepted by the Australian Women’s Army Service. He was rejected because the AIF did not take eighteen-year-olds (as yet).

As with their brothers, a few under-age girls used elaborate tricks to get what they wanted. Hazel Dell, of Balgowlah, Sydney, was born in December 1925. In December 1942, still only sixteen, she borrowed her older sister’s identity to enlist in the WRANS, the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service. She served for two years as Ena Dell at a number of bases in north Queensland.

In most states, girls as young as fifteen could enter the Women’s Air Training Corps, which prepared them to join the Women’s Australian Auxiliary Air Force. Thousands attended evening classes around the country, then went on to enlist. The other states took girls of fifteen, but Queensland would not take them until they were sixteen, and resisted efforts to fall into line. Mrs W Hann, the state president, explained that Queensland ‘could not accept responsibility for younger girls coming into the city at night to attend lectures’. She had a point: Brisbane by then was overrun with soldiers on leave, both Australian and American.

The double standard was quite subtle: the authorities made little attempt to stop under-age boys getting into the army. They could fight and die, and did. Young ladies, on the other hand, could not go to night classes in Brisbane until sixteen, for fear of these very same soldiers.

The Depression taught a lot of men not to trust the government, or bankers, or newspapers. The social contract had taken a battering. For some of the under-aged boys, the army offered them a full belly and a warm bed, for the first time in their young lives. They were happy to take off on an adventure, because their childhoods had ended many years earlier. It says a lot about the harrowing effects of the Depression that they thought a war might be a better bet. [image: ]
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‘Daddy, where are you going?’ At Mirboo in Victoria in 1943, a small boy on parade with his father.







CHAPTER TWO

THE BOXER

BOB ‘HOOKER’ HOLT
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BOB HOLT was a pugnacious fifteen-year-old when he enlisted. 


On a cold night in December 1940, seventeen-year-old Private Bob Holt became lost on the edge of the vast Libyan desert. Holt had volunteered for a hazardous mission. He and another soldier were to go out at midnight and hide themselves near the Italian wire protecting Bardia, a small town on the coast between Tobruk and Alexandria. They were to lie out there all day watching the Italian movements, then creep back to the Australian positions after dark, hopefully with valuable information. Except that Bob Holt could not even find his comrade, who was sleeping in a dusty hole nearby.

‘The sentry woke me about midnight and I went across the other section’s holes to pick up the fellow going with me. When I was about there, I whispered, “Are you right?”

‘No answer so I changed direction and walked a few yards. “Are you there?” Still no answer. I called to our section leader Charlie Johnston. “Are you there, Charlie?” There never was an answer. The platoon could hear me, but I couldn’t hear their reply so I walked on.’

He eventually reached the Italian wire, which was strung out in two rows beside an anti-tank trench. ‘I took a line on the stars and was eventually challenged by a sentry in the Royal Artillery lines. I about-turned and hit the Iti wire, then back to our lines where I ran into the 2/1st Battalion. They turned me in the right direction and, just as it was breaking day, I saw heads bobbing up from holes. It was my platoon and I was hungry and thirsty and tired after marching all night … took me quite a while to live down this experience.’

Robert Gordon Holt was one month past his seventeenth birthday when this happened. He had joined the army on 21 October 1939, fourteen months earlier, just after war broke out. He was then only fifteen but he looked older. When he and a baby-faced friend tried to get a beer at the Great Southern Hotel in Sydney, the barmaid told them that Bob was all right but his mate – who really was eighteen – would have to come back when he grew up.

Holt had been an amateur boxer in the Police Citizens Boys Clubs around Newcastle, New South Wales. He could handle himself but his tendency to haul off and punch people, including officers, had already earned him the nickname of ‘Hooker’ Holt.

Bob Holt’s father and two uncles had served in the first AIF in the First World War. One died at Passchendaele in Belgium. Bob had grown up listening to their tales. The second AIF was just what this pugnacious fifteen-year-old had been waiting for.


Bob Holt’s father and two uncles had served in the first AIF in the First World War. One died at Passchendaele in Belgium. Bob had grown up listening to their tales. The second AIF was just what this pugnacious fifteen-year-old had been waiting for.


‘The Second World War broke out in September 1939 and as soon as the call went out for volunteers, I hotfooted it to enlist, giving my age as twenty-one. My people protested vigorously, but upstart that I was, I informed them that if they pulled me out, I would leave home and enlist under a bodgie name. With that they bowed to the inevitable and gave me their blessing, more or less, anyhow.’

Holt went into camp in November and realised immediately that there were two types of soldier – and he didn’t like the other kind. ‘At this time the militiamen who had signed up for Home Defence Duties were paid eight shillings a day, whilst the men of the AIF, who had volunteered for Active Service abroad, were paid the princely sum of five shillings a day. This created quite a deal of ill-feeling and there were regular brawls in Liverpool between the two groups. Single men and small groups were often viciously attacked by gangs of twenty or more, spoiling for a fight. Liverpool was a good place to keep away from in those days.’
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FRANK HURLEY’S graphic photograph of Australian troops in the battle for Tobruk, January 1941.


The rift between the AIF and the militiamen was historical. The favourite taunt was for an AIF man to shout ‘Choco’ or ‘Violet Crumble’ at a militiaman. The first meant you were a chocolate soldier (melts in battle); the second meant you were yellow on the inside, like the chocolate-covered honeycomb bar. The AIF men would also sing a parody version of a popular song: ‘We do most of the work and do all the killing / Scum, scum, the militia can kiss my bum.’

Not that there had been any killing yet. The first year of the war in North Africa had been relatively quiet. The Australians of the 6th Division, the first to arrive in the Middle East in January 1940, came, saw and sat down, in a succession of uncomfortable tent camps full of flies and fine sand. Apart from the food, the only danger was an occasional bomb dropped from high altitude by the Italian air force.


Aside from his youth, Bob Holt typified many of the qualities of the Australian soldier. He was generous and sentimental, but did not take kindly to discipline. He left school early but had a keen common sense. In later years he developed a love of reading that lasted the rest of his life. He was loyal but not patriotic.


The eastern coast of Libya had once been a Roman province called Cyrenaica, after the ancient city of Cyrene. In the late nineteenth century, Italian colonists came to farm and trade, living uneasily beside Arab and Berber tribes. They built Italian-style garrison towns at the ports of Tobruk, Derna and Benghazi, with a magnificent road to connect them. Mussolini, the Italian dictator, now controlled Cyrenaica as well as Tripolitania on the coast further west. The major prize in Cyrenaica was Benghazi, but to get to it, the British would have to take the towns along the Libyan coast–Sidi Barrani, Bardia, then Tobruk, each more heavily fortified than the last. Tobruk had the only good harbour on the Cyrene coast before Benghazi, but it was heavily defended. And Mussolini had his own ambitions. If he could defeat the British Army of the Nile in Egypt, he could take control of the Suez Canal. That would give the Axis forces a real chance to control the entire Mediterranean. Hitler would have been well pleased.

For the British, victory in North Africa was vital. Hitler would have to think twice about invading Britain if his underbelly was open to attack through Italy, Greece, or any country on the Mediterranean.

Aside from his youth, Bob Holt typified many of the qualities of the Australian soldier. He was generous and sentimental, but did not take kindly to discipline. He left school early but had a keen common sense. In later years he developed a love of reading that lasted the rest of his life. He was loyal but not patriotic. His attitude toward Arabs, officers and Englishmen was largely contemptuous, but could quickly change if he perceived signs of humanity. He already had a strong sense of justice and a hatred of bullies. When he went ashore at Colombo in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), on the boat over, he was appalled at the poverty, reaching
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